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Abstract 
Emotion socialization guides children’s ability to recognize, understand, express, and respond 
to emotions. This emotional competence is an integral part of children’s socio-emotional 
development and is informed by caregivers’ emotion socialization practices, including 
discussion of emotions. Comprised of a socioeconomically and racially diverse subsample 
(N=107) from the Play & Grow project, this study uses behavioral coding methodology to 
analyze caregivers’ use of emotion-directed language with their 24-month old children. The 
Knowledge of Infant Development Inventory (KIDI) and Parental Emotion-Related Beliefs 
Questionnaire (PERB) are also used to assess caregivers’ knowledge and beliefs about 
emotions and child development. Correlational tests and a logistic regression were performed 
to analyze relations between caregivers’ knowledge/beliefs and their socialization behavior. 
Furthermore, cross-tabulations and chi-squared analyses were performed to evaluate 
caregivers’ differential emotion socialization with sons and daughters. Results indicated a 
significant, but not predictive, relationship between knowledge of infant development and 
positive emotion-directed language use, and caregivers used significantly more positive and 
negative emotion-directed language with sons compared to daughters. However, all other 
findings were nonsignificant. This research suggests a discrepancy between caregivers’ 
knowledge/beliefs and their parenting behavior, and it yields unique insight to how caregivers 
are differentially socializing boys and girls about emotions.   
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Caregiver’s Knowledge, Beliefs, and Socialization Behavior Regarding Children’s Emotional 
Development 
Emotion socialization shapes how children come to understand, express, and regulate 
their emotions. Parental emotion socialization has long term implications for children’s 
mental health and well-being spanning into adulthood (Ramakrishnan, Garside, Labella, & 
Klimes-Dougan, 2019). Therefore, it is crucial to study emotion socialization of young 
children, addressing factors that are associated with optimal emotional development. 
Socialization techniques including parental reactivity to children’s emotions, parental emotion 
expressivity, and emotion discussion contribute to the development of children’s emotional 
competence (Denham, 1998). Emotional development interacts with other developmental 
processes and is intricately related to children’s social competence.  
Emotion socialization techniques vary among caregivers, depending on cultural 
contexts and parenting styles (Brophy-Herb, Merckling, Senehi, & Kwon, 2016). This study 
aims to discover if parent’s knowledge of infant development and emotion-related beliefs are 
associated with their use of emotion-directed language. In addition to parental factors, this 
study seeks to determine if there are differences in parental emotion-directed language use 
based on child sex.   
Emotion Socialization Techniques 
Emotion socialization is the process of learning how to understand, express, and 
regulate emotions based on societal standards. Children’s understanding of emotions is 
shaped through the way in which parents express emotions, respond to their children’s 
emotions, and talk about emotions (Denham, 1998). Parents’ emotion related behaviors, 
including warmth, emotion expressivity, and discussion of emotion, have been linked to 
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children’s expressivity regulation and external behaviors (Eisenberg et al., 2001). Throughout 
development, children’s perceptions of emotion are shaped by how people around them 
experience and exhibit emotions. Maternal emotion socialization predicts children’s emotion 
understanding (Denham, Zoller, & Couchoud, 1994). Through caregiver socialization 
processes of expressing emotions, reacting to children’s emotions, and discussing emotions, 
children learn what emotions are, how best to respond to them, and how to talk about them.  
Parental emotion expression. Parents’ emotional expressivity creates a context for 
children’s socio-emotional development. It provides a model for children to imitate, and it 
creates an affective environment where children learn about and experience emotions. 
Emotion expression can be characterized by tone, facial expressions, and body language. 
Expressive patterns of emotions implicitly model to children which emotions are appropriate 
in specific contexts (Eisenberg et al., 2001). Parental expressivity also fosters an affective 
environment for children. Positive emotion expressivity cultivates a safe environment for 
children; whereas, high levels of parental anger impede children’s socio-emotional 
development (Denham et al., 1994). Disproportionate levels of parental anger can predict later 
aggression and antisocial behavior in children. Parental anger is especially detrimental for 
children who are already at risk for engaging in problematic behavior at an early age. Over 
time, externalizing behavior worsens for children of parents that exhibit high levels of anger 
(Denham et al., 2000).  
In addition to parent’s expressivity directly shaping children’s emotional competence, 
parental anger is an impediment to caregivers’ sensitivity. It inhibits parents’ ability to 
recognize and attend to their children’s needs, therefore disrupting their socio-emotional 
development. In contrast, mindful parenting is associated with less negative parental emotion 
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expression and more shared positive emotions with children (Turpyn & Chaplin, 2015). The 
affective environment created by parents informs children’s experiences with and exposure to 
certain emotions, therefore guiding their emotional and social development.  
Parental reactions to children’s emotions. A parent’s reaction to his or her child’s 
emotions can reinforce or discourage certain patterns of the child’s emotion expression. 
Parental responses to emotion are typically separated into categories of sensitivity or 
dismissiveness. Maternal sensitivity is the ability to recognize and understand an infant’s 
needs based on their behavior (Demo & Cox, 2000). Furthermore, it requires that mothers 
respond to their child’s signals in an appropriate time and manner (Ainsworth, 1969). When a 
child is expressing an emotion, a sensitive reaction is characterized by high awareness of the 
child’s needs and responding in a warm, timely fashion. This reaction is also referred to as 
“coaching” as it teaches children about their experience with the emotion in a constructive 
manner. Responsive emotion coaching is a key factor in how emotional reactivity shapes a 
child’s understanding of emotion (Donovan, Taylor, & Leavitt, 2007). For mothers to react to 
their child’s emotions, they must have the sensitivity to recognize and interpret their own 
child’s emotion expression and the ability to provide a sensitive response that informs the 
child’s understanding of emotion.  
In contrast, a dismissive response to a child’s emotions is characterized by a lack of 
acknowledgment of the child’s emotion expression or a response that minimizes the child’s 
emotion. Dismissing a child’s negative emotions can shape patterns of dysregulated behavior. 
Emotion dismissing parenting strategies are associated with lower levels of emotional 
competence in children, whereas emotion coaching parenting strategies are associated with 
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higher levels of emotional competence in children (Ornaghi, Pepe, Ahliati, & Granzzani, 
2018).  
Discussion of emotion. Conversations and explanations about emotions are expected 
to contribute to children’s emotion socialization because they allow parents to directly teach 
children about emotions by linking events with specific emotions (Denham, 1998). Emotion 
language exposes children to the process of recognizing emotions within certain contexts and 
verbalizing their own feelings. Children whose mothers use more emotion explanations when 
telling stories are able to process emotions more efficiently (Kahle, Grady, Miller, Lopez, & 
Hastings, 2017).  
Discussion of emotion has also been shown to influence how children regulate and 
express their own emotions. Eisenburg and colleagues (2001) found evidence that parental 
discussion of emotion is related to children’s ability to self-regulate their emotion expression 
and decreases children externalizing problem behavior. When caregivers use more emotion-
laden language, children gain language skills that contribute to their understanding of 
emotions. Consequently, children are equipped with communication tools that facilitate the 
development of their emotional knowledge and regulation (Ornaghi et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, when mothers engage in conversations about emotions, describe emotions, and 
discuss relevant emotion experiences, their children are less likely to engage in dysregulated 
or problematic behavior. Even when mothers exhibit inconsistent discipline, high levels of 
emotion socialization practices mediate the negative effects of inconsistent discipline 
(Cheung, Boise, Cummings, & Davies, 2018).   
Implications for Socioemotional Development  
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Recognizing and understanding another person’s emotions are important aspects of 
social competence. Emotion expressiveness, regulation, and knowledge are associated with 
higher social competence in preschool age children (Denham et al., 2003). Emotion 
discussion can also facilitate the development of empathy through approaching conversations 
about other people’s emotions. As children learn to recognize perspectives different from their 
own, it is important for them to have high emotion understanding.  
Taylor, Eisenberg, Spinrad, Eggum, and Sulik (2013) found that children with higher 
ego-resiliency— the ability to manage one’s own emotions and behaviors when under 
stress—were more likely to exhibit empathy. This suggests that when children are given tools 
to understand and regulate their own emotions through emotion socialization techniques, they 
may be better able to understand the emotions of others.	  
Parental Factors of Emotion Socialization Use 
While research has shown that constructive emotion socialization techniques and 
certain parenting styles are beneficial for child development, there is less research exploring 
underlying mechanisms to explain individual differences in emotion socialization practices. 
Knowledge of infant development.  Maternal knowledge of infant development has 
shown to predict the quality of home environments, such that mothers with more knowledge 
of infant development cultivate home environments that are more conducive to their child’s 
development (Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996). When mothers have a better understanding of 
how their children develop, they may be more attentive to their own role in facilitating 
developmental processes. Higher knowledge of infant development in moms is associated 
with sensitive and responsive parenting, which is known to be an important component of 
emotion socialization (Donovan et al., 2007). Comparably, low levels of knowledge of infant 
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development predict lower levels of maternal empathy and a higher tendency for role reversal 
behavior (McMillin et al., 2016). Parents who are unfamiliar with children’s developmental 
trajectories may struggle with understanding their child’s needs and feelings, and they may 
harbor inappropriate expectations for their child’s development.  
Parents with a poor understanding of emotional development may struggle to 
recognize a child’s need for direction in response to emotions. Healthy emotional 
development ensues when a child is exposed to constructive emotion socialization practices 
that teach a child how to recognize, label, regulate, and respond to their own and other’s 
emotions.  
Parental emotion related beliefs. In addition to parents’ knowledge of child 
development, their emotion-related beliefs may influence their parenting styles and the way in 
which they teach their children about emotions. Beliefs about child development affect the 
ways in which adults approach parenting (McGillicuddy-DeLisi, 1982). Parental meta-
emotion theory accounts for differences in how caregivers feel about emotions, and 
consequently how they respond. Parents who view emotions as valuable tend to engage in 
behaviors that are constructive and encouraging in response to children’s emotions. In 
contrast, parents who view emotions as dangerous or troublesome tend to minimize or dismiss 
their children’s emotions (Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1996). Parents’ beliefs about emotions, 
in addition to their behaviors and skills regarding emotion recognition, contribute to 
children’s ability to recognize emotions (Castro, Halberstadt, Lozada, & Craig, 2015). If 
parents believe that emotions, especially negative feelings such as sadness or anger, are 
harmful to their child, they may be more likely to avoid language that labels and describes 
those negative emotions.  
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Sex differences. Research has shown that parents socialize their children differently 
depending on the child’s sex, specifically within the context of emotions. Sex differences in 
emotion expression can be reinforced by the parents’ emotion socialization strategies. By 
attending more to girls’ expression of fear and sadness and boys’ expression of anger, parents 
reinforce emotions that are consistent with sex roles (Chaplin, Casey, Sinha, & Mayes, 2010). 
Parents tend to use more diverse and frequent emotion language with girls than boys, 
specifically when talking about past experiences. Over time this leads to an accelerated use of 
unique emotion words in girls compared to boys by early childhood (Adams, Kuebli, Boyle, 
& Fivush, 1995).  
However, there are some inconsistent trends in the literature regarding the differential 
emotion socialization of daughters and sons. For example, a study by Fivush, Brotman, 
Buckner, & Goodman (2000) found that when cued to talk about emotions, parents engage in 
more conversations about causes of sadness with their daughters than with their sons, whereas 
another study found that that mothers tend to explain the causes and consequences of 
emotions with their sons more than with their daughters (Fivush, 1989). In a more recent 
study, researchers found that caregivers, both mothers and fathers, used internal state 
language—talking about emotions, goals, beliefs, and preferences—with sons more than with 
daughters (Rogers, Rinaldi, & Howe, 2012), whereas other research has indicated no sex 
differences in caregivers’ emotion discourse with boys compared to girls (Garrett-Peters, 
Mills-Koonce, Adkins, Vernon-Feagans, Cox, 2008).  
Given the conflicting evidence in the given literature, the current study examines the 
socialization practices of caregivers for boys and girls. I hypothesize that caregivers will use 
more emotion-directed language with daughters than sons.  
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The Present Study 
 There is a strong foundation of research that supports the benefits of constructive 
emotion socialization. Starting at a young age, children begin learning about their 
environment through socialization. Caregivers are responsible for aiding their children’s 
emotional development through using appropriate teaching devices and creating a safe 
affective environment for their child to learn about emotions. Though there is ample research 
illustrating the importance of emotion socialization, there is less literature about parental 
factors that are associated with the use of emotion socialization, specifically emotion 
language. Furthermore, research has produced inconsistent trends with regard to differential 
emotional socialization between sons and daughters.  
The present study analyzes the relationship between caregivers’ knowledge of infant 
development and their use of positive and negative emotion-directed language, predicting that 
parents with more knowledge will use more emotion language. The study also assesses the 
relationship between parents’ emotion-related beliefs and their use of positive and negative 
emotion-directed language, predicting that parents who believe emotions are valuable will use 
more emotion-directed language than parents who perceive emotions as problematic and 
dangerous. Finally, this study addresses child sex differences in parent’s emotion-directed 
language use, predicting that caregivers will use more emotion-directed language with girls 
than with boys. 
Methods 
Participants 
Data are from an on-going prospective cohort study (Play & Grow) of 300 parent-
child dyads from central Ohio. For the current study, we used a subsample of 107 participants 
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that had completed the book task at the 24-month visit. Of the children in the dyads, there 
were 64 boys (59.8%) and 43 girls (40.2%). Of the 107 caregivers, 101 of them were the 
child’s biological mother, 5 were the child’s biological father, and 1 was the child’s adoptive 
mother. Caregivers ranged from ages 20 to 45 (M=30.6, SD=5.97). Caregivers represented a 
diverse range of ethnicities/races (White, Non-Hispanic=54.2%, African American, Non-
Hispanic=35.5%, Other Non-Hispanic=3.7%, Hispanic=6.5%). Parental education levels were 
also widely represented. (Less than high school=3.7%, High school diploma or GED= 15%, 
Some college= 30.8%, Associate’s degree=14%, Bachelor’s degree= 18.7%, Post-graduate 
degree=17.8%). See distribution in Figure 1. Annual household income was widely 

















Participants consented to take part in the study and were informed that they were free 
to stop their participation in the study at any time with no consequence. All participants 
received monetary compensation for their time and participation in the study.  
Procedure 
During the 24-month visit of the Play and Grow Study, two research assistants visited 
the participant’s home and video recorded a variety of parent-child interactions. Parents were 
also instructed to fill out a series of questionnaires relating to child characteristics, household 
routines and expectations, and parent characteristics at each study visit including the 18-
month and 24-month visit. For the present study, I focused on the observational assessment of 
CAREGIVER KNOWLEDGE, BELIEFS, & EMOTION SOCIALIZATION 13	
parental emotion socialization and questionnaire measures of knowledge of infant 
development and parental emotion-related beliefs.  
Parental emotion socialization.  When the target child was 24-months old, the 
parent-child dyad completed a book-task interaction. The primary caregiver was asked to read 
the book A Ball for Daisy (Raschka, 2011) to their child as they normally would for 10 
minutes. The task was video recorded, and for the purpose of recording quality data for later 
coding purposes, caregivers were given instructions to hold the book low, not to whisper, and 
to keep the child in the specified area.  
A Ball for Daisy is a wordless picture book that illustrates a plot about a dog who 
experiences a variety of emotions when her beloved ball is destroyed and then replaced. The 
book’s emotion-laden content provides parents the opportunity to teach and talk about 
emotions with their children. The book reading task has been used for a variety of other 
research studies, is developmentally age appropriate, and is relevant for the goal of measuring 
discussion of emotions (Martin, 2017).  
Observational coding. We used observational coding methods to measure emotion 
socialization techniques of caregivers. These methods were based on previous research done 
with the Family Life Project (Zvara, Macfie, Cox, & Mills-Koonce, 2018). A coding team of 
three research assistants quantified the use of emotion socialization by coding each instance of 
emotion socialization behavior. Behaviors were divided into categories of emotion-directed 
language (positive and negative), emotion words (happy, sad, love, angry, and other), 
nonverbal emotion expression (positive and negative), sensitive verbal response to child’s 
emotion (positive and negative), physical response to child’s emotion, and dismissive 
response to child’s emotion. Scores were assigned to each category for each caregiver 
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according to scales based on preliminary calibration cases which gave insight to the range and 
distribution of behaviors exhibited by parents. Throughout the coding process, the team of 
coders conferenced on a weekly basis to reconcile scoring discrepancies and compare 
reliability to combat coding draft. The final consensus scores for each case were used in all 
analyses. For the present study, we exclusively used emotion-directed language scores to 
analyze emotion discussion used by caregivers. The final reliability score for positive 
emotion-directed language was 0.90, and the reliability score for negative emotion-directed 
language was 0.86. 
Measures 
 Emotion-directed language. Emotion-directed language is a form of emotion 
socialization within the category of discussion of emotion. This technique explicitly labels 
and explains emotions within their context, making it an explicit teaching moment for 
children. This technique is developmentally appropriate for the 24-month old toddlers, who 
are in the early stages of emotional development.	It provides children with vocabulary tools 
early on that they can use to better recognize and regulate their emotions. It also equips 
children with the necessary tools to understand emotions contextually, including their causes 
and consequences. Promoting discussion around emotions at a young age indicates that 
parents are not avoiding emotions, rather they are embracing opportunities to teach their 
children about emotions.  
Adapted from coding procedures used by Zvara and colleagues (2018), the book task 
video recordings were analyzed to assess emotion socialization techniques. Emotion-directed 
language was coded for when the primary caregiver labeled an emotion in the book along 
with an explanation about the emotion. The explanations ranged from describing the plot 
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surrounding the emotion, pointing to the book to show the child the emotion expression of a 
character, or asking the child about a character’s emotion. When this emotion laden language 
was used with regard to emotions such as happiness or excitement it was coded as positive 
emotion-directed language; conversely, if the caregiver discussed sadness or anger within the 
book’s plot, it was coded as negative emotion-directed language. Negative emotion-directed 
language, therefore, does not refer to bad or unfavorable emotion socialization, rather it refers 
to the nature of the emotions being discussed. 
Coders rated socialization behavior on a 5-point scale, on which 0 indicates not at all 
characteristic and 4 indicates very characteristic. As seen in Table 1, scores corresponded with 
the number of emotion-directed language phrases used by a caregiver. Coders scored both 
positive and negative emotion-directed language.  
Table 1 










   
 Knowledge of infant development. At the 18-month study visit, parents were asked 
to complete the Knowledge of Infant Development Inventory (KIDI; MacPhee, 1981), a 58 
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item questionnaire that assesses caregivers’ knowledge about typical child development, 
specific to infants ages 0-36 months. This study utilized an abbreviated version of the 
questionnaire consisting of 20 items. Each item presented a statement about child-rearing 
practices, developmental norms, or typical milestones for babies, and participants indicated if 
they agreed, disagreed, or were unsure about each given statement. The last 10 items were 
statements about the expected age of certain developmental milestones. If caregivers 
disagreed with the age paired with the milestone, they were then presented with a question 
about if the milestone in the statement was applicable to children younger or older than 
presented by the original statement. Final accuracy scores were calculated, corresponding to 
the number of correct items in proportion to attempted items, to assess caregivers’ knowledge 
about developmental norms for infants and evidence-based parental practices. The instrument 
has an established high test-retest reliability (alpha) score of .92 and internal consistency 
(alpha) score of .82 (Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996). The sample of the present study had a 
Cronbach alpha of .69  
Emotion-related beliefs. At the 24-month study visit, parents were asked to complete 
the Parent Emotion-Related Beliefs Questionnaire (PERB; Garrett-Peters, 2006) which 
assesses caregivers’ beliefs about teaching emotions, using emotion language, and 
developmental norms associated with emotional development. Adapted from Dunsmore and 
Karn (2001), the questionnaire used in the present study consists of 23 items that pertain to 
the constructs listed above. Each item includes a statement about the caregiver handling their 
child’s feelings and a 6-point Likert scale allowing participants to indicate their level of 
agreement with each statement, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The 
measure yielded three scores. An overall score was computed with regard to values teaching 
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about emotions that included all items within the inventory. Two subset scores measuring 
parent’s beliefs about children’s emotional developmental norms and beliefs about teaching 
children how to use emotion language were also generated using items that specifically 
related to those sets of beliefs.  
Results 
Correlational Analysis 
Descriptive statistics of key variables are shown in Table 2. Correlations among key 
variables are shown in Table 3. The correlational analysis revealed a significant association 
between KIDI scores and positive emotion-directed language. Caregivers’ KIDI scores were 
positively correlated with positive emotion-directed language use (r = 0.21, p < 0.05), such 
that caregivers with higher knowledge of infant development were more likely to use positive 
emotion-directed language.   
 
 





 M SD Range Min Max N 
       
KIDI Accuracy 0.82 0.12 0.56 0.44 1.00 107 
Positive Emotion-Directed Language 0.93 0.98 4.00 0 4 107 
Negative Emotion-Directed Language 2.31 1.40 4.00 0 4 107 
PERB: values teaching about emotions 4.46 0.45 2.09 3.36 5.45 107 
PERB: emotion language 4.39 0.69 3.17 2.83 6.00 107 
PERB: developmental beliefs 3.89 0.98 5.00 1.00 6.00 107 
 
Table 3.  
Correlations Between Key Variables 
Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
         
(1) KIDI Accuracy -        
(2) Positive Emotion-Directed 
Language 
.21* -       
(3) Negative Emotion-Directed 
Language 
.16 .58** -      
(4) PERB: values teaching about 
emotions 
.43** .13 .05 -     
(5) PERB: emotion language .36** .11 .01 .83** -    
(6) PERB: developmental beliefs .09 .00 .02 .65** .42** -   
(7) Child Sex .04 .26** .17 -.02 -.01 -.13 -  
(8) Annual Household Income .49** .12 .27** .28** .14 .11 .05 - 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01
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Logistic Regression   
Due to the significant positive association between caregivers’ knowledge of infant 
development and positive emotion-directed language scores, a logistic regression was 
performed to further explore the relationship. A logistic regression was preformed to assess 
the impact of factors, including parental knowledge of infant development, on the likelihood 
that participants would use positive emotion-directed language. In order to run the logistic 
regression, I dichotomized the dependent variable, positive emotion-directed language. I 
began by recoding the emotion-directed language scores into categories of low and high. 
Participants who scored a 0 or 1 for were categorized as using low levels of emotion-directed 
language. Whereas, caregivers who scored a 2, 3, or 4 were categorized as using high levels 
of emotion-directed language. Therefore, new scores were assigned: 0 for low emotion-
directed language use, 1 for high emotion-directed language use.  
Since there was a significant association between knowledge of infant development 
and positive emotion-directed language but not negative emotion-directed language, a model 
was run to exclusively assess predictors of positive emotion-directed language. The model 
contained 7 independent variables: child sex, KIDI score, PERB about teaching about 
emotions, PERB emotion language, PERB developmental beliefs, caregiver’s education level, 
and annual household income. The dependent variable in the model was positive emotion-
directed language. The model as a whole explained between 15.3% (Cox and Snell R square) 
and 24% (Nagelkerke R square) of the variance in positive emotion-directed language use. 
However, the model containing all predictors was not significant, X2 (19, N=107) = 17.79, p = 
.539, indicating that the model was not able to distinguish between participants who used high 
verses low positive emotion-directed language. See Table 4.  




Logistic Regression Predicting Likelihood of Caregiver’s Use of Positive Emotion-Directed Language 
 B S.E. df Sig. 
     
Child Sex -0.87 0.62 1 0.16 
KIDI Accuracy Score 2.17 3.04 1 0.48 
PERB: values teaching about emotions 1.01 1.66  1 0.54 
PERB: emotion language -0.41 0.84 1 0.63 
PERB: developmental beliefs 0.04 0.43 1 0.92 
Caregiver Education Level   5 0.69 
Less than high school -20.58 19267.69 1 0.99 
High school diploma/ GED -2.08 1.51 1 0.17 
Some college -1.44 1.27 1 0.26 
Associate's degree -0.98 1.23 1 0.42 
Bachelor's degree -1.91 1.25 1 0.13 
Annual Household Income   9 0.54 
Less than 10K/year 1.66 1.87 1 0.37 
10 to <20K/year 2.30 1.58 1 0.15 
20 to <30K/year 2.00 1.63 1 0.22 
30 to <40K/year 2.54 1.43 1 0.08 
40 to <50K/year 1.09 1.39 1 0.43 
50 to <60K/year 3.28 1.69 1 0.05 
60 to <80K/year 0.07 1.42 1 0.96 
80 to <90K/year 0.15 1.42 1 0.92 
90 to <100K/year 2.64 1.59 1 0.10 
Constant -5.99 4.15 1 0.15 




Cross tabulations were run between child sex and caregivers’ emotion-directed 
language scores, respectively for positive and negative emotion-directed language use. The 
results indicated different trends in emotion-directed language use between girls and boys, 
with more caregivers using higher levels of both positive and negative emotion-directed 
language with boys compared to girls (see Table 5 and Table 6). There were no caregivers of 
daughters that scored above a 2 for positive emotion-directed language (see Figure 3). There 
was a seemingly high number of caregivers of sons with scores of 4 for negative emotion-
directed language (see Figure 4).  
A Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association between child 
sex and caregivers’ use of positive emotion-directed language, X2 (4, n = 107) = 10.98, p = 
.03, phi = .32. A Chi-square test for independence also indicated a significant association 
between child sex and caregivers’ use of negative emotion-directed language, X2 (4, n = 107) 
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Table 5.  
Child Sex * Caregiver Positive Emotion-Directed Language Use Cross-Tabulation 
  Boys Girls 
  n % n % 
Positive Emotion-Directed Language 0 19 17.8 22 20.6 
 1 29 27.1 15 14.0 
 2 6 5.6 6 5.6 
 3 8 7.5 0 0 
 4 2 1.9 0 0 





Figure 3. Cross-tabulation between child sex and caregivers’ positive emotion-directed 
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Table 6.  
Child Sex * Caregiver Negative Emotion-Directed Language Use Cross-Tabulation 
  Boys Girls 
  n % n % 
Negative Emotion-Directed Language 0 9 8.4 5 4.7 
 1 10 9.3 9 8.4 
 2 11 10.3 14 13.1 
 3 8 7.5 10 9.3 
 4 26 24.3 5 4.7 
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Discussion 
 This study examined relations between caregivers’ knowledge of infant development, 
emotion-related beliefs, and use of emotion-directed language. I hypothesized that there 
would be a positive association between knowledge of infant development and emotion-
directed language use for both positive and negative measures. Knowledge of infant 
development was positively associated with caregivers’ use of positive emotion-directed 
language, but there was no significant correlation between KIDI scores and caregivers’ use of 
negative-emotion directed language. Furthermore, there was no predictive relation between 
knowledge of infant development and positive emotion-directed language use.  
I also hypothesized that caregivers with more positive emotion-related beliefs would 
use more emotion-directed language. There was no significant relation between caregivers’ 
emotion related beliefs and their use of emotion-directed language. Finally, I hypothesized 
that caregivers would use more emotion-directed language with girls compared to boys. 
Conversely, the findings indicated that caregivers used significantly more emotion-directed 
language with sons than with daughters.  
Relationship Between KIDI & Emotion-Directed Language Use 
Parents who were more knowledgeable about child development were more likely to 
explain, draw attention to, or ask children about the book characters’ positive emotions. This 
finding is congruent with prior research that has shown knowledge of infant development to 
be associated with constructive parenting practices (Hess, Teti, & Hussey-Gardner, 2004; 
Nuttall, Valentino, Wang, Leferver, & Borkowski, 2015; Suskind et al., 2018). However, it is 
unclear why there was not a not significant association between caregivers’ knowledge of 
infant development and their use of negative emotion-directed language.   
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The finding regarding no significant relationship between knowledge of infant 
development and negative emotion-directed language use is divergent from previous research 
by Garrett-Peters and colleagues (2008) that found a significant association between 
knowledge of infant development and negative emotion talk. However, their study focused on 
7-month old infants and measured parents’ tendency to label emotions. Children in the present 
study were older and the measurement of caregivers’ emotion socialization included more 
complex explanations and discussions about emotions.  
The book’s plot in the present study was primarily negative, which was beneficial for 
enabling negative emotion discussion (Martin, 2017), but it may have facilitated a 
disproportionate usage of negative emotion-directed language that was unrepresentative of the 
sample’s typical socialization behavior, contributing to the nonsignificant results. Overall, 
caregivers used more negative emotion-directed language (M = 2.31, SD = 1.40) than positive 
emotion-directed language (M = 0.93, SD = 0.98). This was likely due in part to the book’s 
plot. As noted before, a large portion of the story, including the climax, provided content to 
elicit negative emotion responses and explanations. Since there was less content overall that 
pertained to positive emotions, the significant association between knowledge of infant 
development and positive emotion-directed language use may indicate an intentionality or 
mindfulness in caregivers that used positive emotion-directed language. Caregivers with more 
knowledge of infant development may be more intentional about explaining the context of 
emotions even when there are fewer opportunities to do so.   
Previous research has shown that knowledge of infant development heavily interacts 
with social and cultural factors to produce different parenting behaviors (Rowe, 2008; Garrett-
Peters et al., 2008). A study by Suskind et al. (2018) found that providing mothers with 
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information about the importance of language environments and caregiver responsiveness on 
infants’ cognitive and socio-emotional development had a longitudinal impact, such that 
mothers who received the informational intervention continued to accumulate knowledge 
about their infant’s development. The intervention video included practical strategies that 
parents could implement for sensitive caregiving and language development. However, this 
intervention was more effective for high-SES women compared to low-SES participants. This 
suggests that receiving information about child development and constructive parenting 
practices is important, but it may disproportionately benefit some caregivers more than others. 
Due to their resources and security, high SES caregivers are likely better able to mindfully 
implement healthy parenting behaviors compared to low SES caregivers who have more 
general life-stressors that interfere with their ability to ensure their parenting behaviors are 
aligned with their knowledge and beliefs. Future research is necessary to identify how socio-
cultural factors influence the relationship between caregivers’ knowledge of infant 
development and their parenting behavior so that children across demographics may 
experience healthy socio-emotional development.  
Relationship Between PERB and Emotion-Directed Language Use 
 
The absence of a significant relationship between parent’s emotion-related beliefs and 
their use of emotion-directed language indicates a discrepancy between parents’ beliefs and 
their behavior with regard to teaching children about emotions. Furthermore, parents may be 
focused on other aspects of development during the book task more so than their child’s 
emotional development (McGillicuddy, 1982). Though the book depicted an emotion laden 
plot, some parents focused on labeling images and colors, and counting items in the book 
rather than spending time describing the characters’ emotions, suggesting that they may have 
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been more focused on scaffolding other forms of their child’s development. Their beliefs 
about cognitive development, discipline, or other forms of social learning may have 
dominated their parenting behaviors over engaging in emotion socialization during the book 
task.  
 Other literature about parents’ emotion related beliefs and their emotion socialization 
behavior focuses on parents’ responsiveness to their children’s emotions and caregivers’ own 
emotional expressivity (Castro et al., 2015). The present study evaluated parents’ emotion 
socialization behavior with regard to talking about book characters’ emotions, rather than 
studying caregivers’ nonverbal emotion expression or their responses to their child’s 
emotions. This may be another potential reason as to why parents’ emotion related beliefs 
were not significantly associated with their use of emotion-directed language. Caregivers’ 
beliefs and values about emotions may primarily be reflected in their expressivity and 
responsiveness towards children.  
Child Sex Differences in Emotion-Directed Language Use 
Consistent with previous research that found mothers tend to explain the causes and 
consequences of emotions with sons more than with daughters (Fivush, 1989), the present 
study found that caregivers used more emotion-directed language with boys than with girls. 
This finding does not support the study hypothesis that caregivers would use more emotion-
directed language with girls than with boys. This finding is also inconsistent with other 
literature that has supported the trend that parents tend to engage in more emotion laden 
language with female children than with male children (Adams et al., 1995; Fivush et al., 
2000).  
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The unexpected findings from the current study may be related to the age of the child 
or characteristics of the family. Previous work by Garrett-Peters and colleagues (2008) found 
no significant difference between caregivers’ emotion talk with sons compared to daughters. 
Their study had a large socioeconomically and racially diverse sample, similar to the present 
study. However, children were 6-8 months in their study, which is notably younger than the 
24-month old children in the current study. Therefore, the differences in findings may be 
attributed to the age at which parents begin to engage in differential emotion socialization by 
child sex. This would suggest that caregivers begin to socialize the emotional development of 
boys and girls differently as they get older. It would be interesting to see if this trend in 
differential emotion-directed language use between sons and daughters widens or remains 
constant throughout early childhood. Further research would be necessary to test this 
hypothesis.  
Strengths & Limitations 
 
The present study is exceptional with its large sample size (N=107) and its racially and 
socioeconomically diverse representation compared to past research on emotion socialization. 
Other studies are comprised of small subset populations, primarily consisting of all White, 
upper-middle class families (Adams et al., 1995; Chaplin, Cole, & Zahn-Waxler, 2005; 
Fivush et al., 2000). A majority of other research in the field focuses on how emotion 
socialization and parental factors impact children’s emotional competence and regulation. 
However, this study focuses specifically on factors that are associated with caregivers’ use of 
emotion socialization techniques, specifically discussion of emotion, which is an important 
feature of how children come to explicitly learn about emotions (Denham, 1998). 
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It is relevant and important to study caregivers’ discussion of emotion with 24-month 
old children because it is a sensitive age for language acquisition and emotional development. 
Parents’ use of child-directed speech with 2-year-old children has been shown to predict child 
vocabulary skills one year later (Rowe, 2008). Furthermore, emotion knowledge and emotion 
regulation are associated with the language ability of 2-year-old children (Ornaghi et al., 
2018). This suggests that young children with greater vocabulary skills have more tools to 
guide the development of their emotional competence. When 24-month old children are 
equipped with a broader lexicon, they are better able to recognize and respond to their own 
emotions and the emotions of others, progressing their socio-emotional development.  
Research on sex differences between the emotional development of male and female 
children has focused on children’s emotional expressivity and regulation rather than the way 
in which parents socialize their children differently based on sex. Studying how caregivers 
teach their children about emotions may explain why sex differences exist between boys’ and 
girls’ emotional competence. Research that pertains to differences in socialization by child 
sex is constantly evolving due to the strong influence cultural factors have on perceived sex 
roles, stereotypes, and other gendered issues. Therefore, it is especially important to have 
current research on these topics. The present study provides recent and relevant insight into 
how parents are talking to and teaching their sons and daughters about emotions. The 
unexpected findings of this study with regard to child sex differences and caregivers’ 
emotion-directed language use may reveal a cultural pushback against toxic masculinity in 
our society. It would be interesting for future research to assess caregivers’ explicit beliefs 
about sex differences in emotion expressivity and regulation to see if their assumptions affect 
the way in which they teach their children about emotions.  
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 One of the limitations for this study was the tendency for children to become 
disinterested in the book, distracted, or upset. This may account for some disproportionate 
variability in emotion-directed language use, contributing to the study’s nonsignificant results. 
If parents were spending time vying for their child’s attention or responding to their child’s 
misbehavior, there was less opportunity for them to engage in emotion talk. Therefore, future 
studies should take into account the child’s externalized behavior during the task, and 
additional coding of the data may yield significant results.  
Conclusion & Implications  
The findings of this study suggest a discrepancy between what parents know and 
believe about emotions and child development and how their knowledge and beliefs influence 
their socialization behaviors. This brings to attention the gap between ideal intentions and 
actual practices that caregivers engage in. Future research should aim to narrow the gap 
between caregivers’ knowledge and beliefs and their parenting behavior, perhaps specifically 
focusing on the component of mindful parenting.  
The differential emotion socialization of sons and daughters was an unexpected 
finding that requires more research to determine why caregivers used more emotion-directed 
language with boys than girls. The findings from the present study are preliminary, however, 
considering the analyzed data was from a subset of the Play and Grow Study’s larger 
participant sample (N=300). Further research is necessary to see if these trends exist among 
the larger set of data. 
The present study contributes to the literature by exploring relationships between 
parent’s knowledge about development, their beliefs about emotions, and their socialization 
behavior in the form of discussing emotions. Additionally, the present study yields unique 
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insight to caregivers’ differential use of emotion-directed language with sons and daughters. It 
is important to recognize that the book task methodology, 24-month child age, and focus on 
emotion discussion as a measure of socialization are all specific aspects used in this study that 
likely influenced the nature of the results compared to other literature within this body of 
research. However, these facets of the study design provide unique insight into the relations 
between caregivers’ knowledge of infant development, beliefs about emotions, and their use 
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